THE REAL  HENRY VIII     X     S     j?
It is a commonplace of experience that death and distance
change completely the portrait of a man whom we knew when
he was alive. We rub our eyes with astonishment when we
read the obituary notice of a friend of whose private life we
have an intimate knowledge. His carefully listed domestic
virtues surprise us who recall, perhaps, certain nights dedicated
to Bacchus, amorous week-ends and a taste for Rabelasian
anecdote. When, later, the debunking process, so inevitable
nowadays, commences—the emphasising of his vices and the
neglect of his virtues—the real man we knew becomes blurred
and indistinct, and we find ourselves accepting as authentic,
according to our mood, the one picture of him or the
other.
If this is true of ordinary men, how much harder must it
be to obtain a real portrait of those who have occupied the
centre of the human stage during their life-times, strutted
their hour in the glare of the limes, and become the focus of
conflicting passions and interests ? No one, probably, has
suffered more from this habit of distortion than Henry VDX
It was his misfortune not only to occupy a foremost place in
a religious controversy which rent Christendom, but to have
lived a particularly full and tragic domestic life under the
close inspection of the world at large. Even his love letters to
Anne Boleyn were " acquired ** by his religious opponents,
probably with a view to propaganda purposes, and are to be
seen to this day in the Vatican Library. His every action was
twisted to help a cause and his lightest reported word was
made to serve partisan interests. No wonder it has become
hard to see the man as he really was.
Until recently there have been two distinct portraits of
Henry VIII. In certain particulars they agree. It is common
ground that when he came to the throne at the age of eighteen,
in 1509, his mental and physical qualities were of a high
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